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Mass of Thanksgiving  

For The Anniversary of the Holy Father’s Visit 

 
Westminster Cathedral 

 

Sunday 18 September 2011 

 

 

Today we come to thank the Lord for the blessings of the Visit of Pope Benedict to the 

United Kingdom one year ago and to ask for the Lord‟s grace to profit fully from the 

inspiration of those wonderful days.  

 

Each of us has our special memories from those days. I hope there has been time to reflect on 

them, study his words and refresh the joy and encouragement we experienced. 

 

For me a particularly evocative moment was the Vigil of Prayer in Hyde Park, well captured 

in these words of one young person: 

 

“The procession of banners revealed the true depth and role of Catholicism in England today. 

The line was long and diverse – it brought tears to my eyes to see the effort that everyone 

puts into living out their belief in the sacred value of each human being…. 

 

Pope Benedict spoke to us all of Newman‟s witness and living in the light of truth. We all 

stood listening in a disruption to our daily routine that appeared like a wonderful moral and 

spiritual boost, sent to prepare us for an inspired return into secular society with our own 

unique God-given mission. 

 

At Adoration, the altar was covered in stars like another night sky and the figure of our 

Supreme Pontiff stood like the most beautiful moonbeam, with the Eucharist held aloft as the 

greatest treasure.  

 

As one, we knelt and stood at the instigation of our Holy Father and it felt truly as though we 

were all one heart, in that field with no roof: one body of worship and a witness to the world 

around of  the great power of love in our faith.” (Rebecca Binney) 

 

Those words, I suggest, sum up the gift and challenge we have received. Yes, we are to be 

effective witnesses in our society; and we can only be so if we are close to the Lord, 

strengthened by him in holiness of life. 

 

This inseparable connection between our constant striving for holiness of life and our work in 

service of others is well expressed in other words of our Holy Father: 

 

 

“Those who change the world for the better are holy, they transform it permanently, instilling 

in it the energies that only love, inspired by the Gospel, can elicit. The Saints are humanity‟s 

great benefactors.” 

 

And Pope Benedict, through his words to our young people, called us to be the saints of this 

age. 
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For me, three phrases sum up the message of Pope Benedict to us all. It is, of course, a 

message that reaches beyond the Catholic community and is one which we can pursue with 

many others, especially our fellow Christians. But it is addressed to us, first of all. 

 

The witness we are to give, he said, is to the beauty of holiness, to the splendour of the truth 

and to the joy and freedom born of a relationship with Jesus Christ. 

 

How do we grow in the witness to the beauty of holiness that we are to give? Most of all, I 

believe, through a deepening of our life of prayer. Only prayer roots us in Christ. Only prayer 

sustains the poise and purpose in life that becomes a witness to the reality of God‟s presence. 

Only prayer produces the reverence we are to show to all things holy. Only prayer sustains 

the space and silence our spirits need if we are indeed to be guided and formed by God‟s 

Holy Spirit. As Cardinal Newman said: without prayer we cannot “radiate Christ; we become 

just another „clashing symbol‟ in a world filled with growing noise and confusion.”  

 

In the words of Pope Benedict, prayer is simply being in silent inward communion with God 

at the heart of our thinking, our meditating, and our being. Prayer is letting the Lord have the 

right of free speech.  

 

This means that every one of us is called to renew in our lives the practice of daily prayer. 

There is no fixed or set way of prayer that suits everyone. Each of us is to pray as we can, 

and be faithful to that practice.  And coming together in a family for prayer is a great 

foundation for family life. 

 

This means that we do well to think of our parishes as well as our families, first and 

foremost, as being schools of prayer, places and communities in which we are encouraged in 

prayer, tutored in prayer and all contribute to prayer. The rich flowering of so many different 

ways of prayer and devotion can rightly find their place in our parish life. This much is clear: 

Pope Benedict is not afraid of diversity in the prayer and liturgical life of the Church. Neither 

should we be. Prayer which is truly formed in the faith of the Church, and truly expresses 

that faith will enrich our shared life. And surely there is to be a special place in our prayer, in 

every parish, for Eucharistic Adoration. Prayer, then, is the foundation of all. In this way we 

can become ever more conscious of our dignity as a priestly people, “called to consecrate the 

world to God through lives of faith and holiness.” 

 

Secondly, Pope Benedict urged us to be witnesses to the splendour or wholeness of the truth. 

And he gave us an astonishingly clear lesson in how to do so. 

 

Who can forget his address in Westminster Hall? Building on the strengths and achievements 

of our democracy, he placed the great gift of faith at the service of our world today. He did so 

with sensitivity and reasoned argument, without hectoring or condemning, inviting rather 

than demanding, firmly but gently.  

 

Listening to him I was reminded of the lovely words of Cardinal Hume spoken here many 

years ago. Speaking of St Francis de Sales he said: “He was gentle but firm, a combination 

which helps us to sustain and guide the faithful. It is never easy to keep these two qualities in 

harmonious balance. If one is to be favoured at the expense of the other let it be gentleness – 

a gentleness born of strength. The key to all ministry is to love people as Christ loved them.” 

(24 January 1992) 
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Pope Benedict spoke of the need in our society for clearer moral values, needed for a 

peaceful and harmonious society. Scandals in the world of the media and the violence and 

looting on the streets of some English cities in mid-August revealed how profoundly true his 

observations were. He said, “If the moral principles underpinning the democratic process are 

themselves determined by nothing more solid than social consensus, then the fragility of the 

process becomes all too evident.” He reminded us of the crucial question: “Where is the 

ethical foundation for (political) choices to be found?” and that “Catholic tradition maintains 

that the objective norms governing right action are accessible to reason, prescinding from the 

content of revelation.”  

 

How are we to think about meeting this challenge? The prayer of Pope St Gregory the Great 

comes to our help when he prayed for „the grace to see life whole and the power to speak 

effectively of it‟, for love of the Lord. 

 

Our Catholic faith, illuminating reason, gives us that gift. We see life whole when we 

recognise the true nature of the unborn child. We see life whole when we see in every pupil 

not only a future contributor to our economic prosperity, not only a future parent and leader, 

but also a spiritual being whose deepest needs and surest happiness can be answered only in 

the mystery of God and in a personal relationship with Him. We see life whole when we 

recognise the limited value of our personal experience as the criterion of moral truth. We see 

life whole when we recognise that the well-being of every human person has to be at the 

centre of our economic life, the ultimate purpose of our striving and the measure by which 

we are to judge success. We see life whole when, in sickness and terminal illness, we both 

treasure life as it is and do not fear death when it comes, so that we neither deny the dignity 

of life at its endings, nor fail to welcome our journey to God when He calls. 

 

 

 

In our exploration of life in its fullness we are aided and inspired by our own Blessed John 

Henry Newman. How much we can rejoice in a new wave of interest and devotion to this 

great man. We rejoice in his sensitivity to our culture and his insistence on the 

reasonableness of faith in God in an age of agnosticism and doubt. He will continue to 

inspire us. 

 

Perhaps today‟s Gospel expresses most forcefully the challenge of seeing life whole. We 

heard, somewhat incredulously, of the owner of the vineyard paying those who came so late 

to work as much as he paid to those who had laboured all day. The parable focuses on not so 

much the lot of the workers, but the absolute generosity of God, whose merciful actions go 

way beyond the requirements of justice. We are always tempted to reckon life in terms of our 

achievements and our possessions. But when we see life whole then we know it is all a gift of 

God. All we have is God‟s gift. When this is clear, then we are able to serve generously, to 

give freely, for what we have is already a gift, and what is freely received can more readily 

be freely given.  

 

As the Holy Father said in Hyde Park, “Faith is meant to bear fruit in the transformation of 

our world through the power of the Holy Spirit at work in the lives and activities of 

believers.” Today we pray that the long line of banners and groups of Catholic action in our 

society will grow stronger and longer, coordinated centrally for strength and flourishing 

locally in responsiveness to all the needs and demands of our difficult times. 
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Finally, Pope Benedict reminded us of a key testimony that we are to give: that of joy and 

freedom. How many in our society would immediately associate those qualities with the 

Catholic Church? Yet they are there, to be seen in so many. Approaching two million young 

people – including some who were not so young at all – gave unmistakable testimony to that 

joy and freedom born of a relationship with Christ at the recent World Youth Day in Madrid. 

This was a manifestation of youthful faith and friendship, reaching to every continent.  

 

Maybe its secret was expressed in the words of a young pilgrim from this country: “Catholic 

is what we are, not something we belong to!” That sense of common, inner identity, as 

opposed to a sense of membership of an organisation, is something for many of us to 

rediscover. Being a Catholic is a way of life, not a set of membership duties. Being a 

Catholic is expressed in everyday actions, the habits of a maturing faith, actions of devotion, 

kindness and, indeed, self-denial, actions which are willing expressions of our love of the 

Lord who alone is the source of our joy and freedom. I hope that this is the spirit in which we 

will embrace the communal act of Friday abstinence, sharing together in our identification 

with Jesus in his self-denial for our salvation. Let the joy and freedom born of our loving 

relationship with him lift the burden of so much anxiety and strife from our hearts so that 

others may see the hope and consolation we receive from him. 

 

My brothers and sisters, today we do indeed give thanks for the ministry and charism of the 

Bishop of Rome, the Successor of St Peter. We willingly express again our love and devotion 

to him, the visible touchstone of our faith and truly our Holy Father in the Church. We 

promise him the support of our prayers and we commit ourselves to working each day, in our 

families, our friendships, our schools and our parishes to reap a hundredfold from the seeds 

he has sown in our hearts. May this truly be a moment of fresh wind in our sails, a moment of 

hope and confidence in the gifts that our Catholic faith offers to our world.  

 

Amen. 
 

 

 

Vincent Nichols 

Archbishop of Westminster   


